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THE YOUNG GIRL ON THE BENCH.
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“And that is your final decision?”

Dick Treadwell gazed sternly at Penelope
Howard’s downcast face, and waited for a
reply.

Instead of answering, as good-mannered
young women generally do, Penelope intently
watched the tips of her russet shoes, as they
appeared and disappeared beneath the edge
of her gown, and remained silent.

When she raised her head and met that
look, so sad and yet so stern, the faintest
shadow of a smile placed a pleasing wrinkle
at the corners of her brown eyes.

“Yes, that is—my final decision,” she
repeated, slowly.

Dick Treadwell dropped despondently on
a bench and, gazing steadily over the green
lawn, tried to think it all out.

He felt that he was not being used quite
fairly, but he was at a loss for a way to remedy
it.

Here he was, the devoted slave of the
rather plain girl beside him, who refused to
marry him, merely because he had never
soiled his firm, white hands with toil, nor
worried his brain with a greater task, since his
school days, than planning some way to kill
time.

He was one of those unfortunate mortals
possessed of an indolent disposition, and had
been left a modest legacy, that, though making
him far from wealthy, was still enough to support
him in idleness.

He lacked the spur of necessity which
urged men on to greater deeds.

In short, Richard was one of those worthless
ornaments of society that live, and die
without doing much good or any great harm.

That he was an ornament, however, none
dared to deny, and the expressive brown eyes
of the girl, who had seated herself beside him
bore ample testimony that she was not unconscious
of his manly charms.

Dick took off his straw hat, and after running
his firm, white fingers through his kinky,
light hair, crossed one leg over the other, while
he brooded moodily on his peculiar fate. The
frank, boyish expression, that had won him so
many admirers, was displaced by a heavy
frown, and his bright blue eyes gazed unseeingly
over the beautiful vista before him.

He could not understand why a girl should
get such crazy ideas, any way. There were
plenty of girls who made no effort to hide
their admiration for him, and he knew that
they could be had for the asking, if it only
wasn’t for Penelope.

But, somehow, Penelope had more attraction
for him than any girl he had ever met.
Her very obstinacy, her independence, made
her all the more charming to him, even if it
was provoking.

Penelope Howard was in no wise Dick
Treadwell’s mate in beauty.

She was slender to boniness and tall, but
willowy and graceful, and one forgot her
murky complexion when gazing into the
depths of her bright, expressive eyes and
catching the curve of a wonderfully winsome
smile.

Penelope was an heiress, though, to a million
dollars or more, and so no one ever called
her plain.

She was an orphan and had been reared by
a sensible old aunt, who would doubtless leave
her another million.

Penelope knew her defects as well and better
than did other people. She had no vanity
and was blessed with an unusual amount of
solid sense.

Penelope Howard was well aware that she
would not have to go begging for a husband,
but she had loved handsome Dick Treadwell
ever since the year before she graduated at
Vassar. He had gone there to pay his devotions
to another fair under-graduate and came
away head over heels in love with Penelope.
Nevertheless Penelope was in no hurry to
marry.

She loved Richard with all her heart, but
there was a barrier between them which he
alone could remove.

“You know, Dick,” she said, softly, as he
still gazed across the green lawn, trying to
find a mental foothold, as it were, “that I told
you this before”——

“Yes, this makes the sixth time I have
proposed,” he said, savagely, still looking
away.

“I have always told you,” smiling slightly
at his remark and lowering her voice as she
glanced apprehensively at a girl seated on a
bench near by, “that I will not marry you as
long as you live as you do. I have money
enough for two, so it makes no difference
whether the man I marry has any or not. But
I can’t and won’t marry a—a worthless man—one
who has never done anything, and is too
indolent to do anything. I want a husband
who has some ability—who has accomplished
something—just one worthy thing even, and
then—well, it won’t make so much difference
if he is indolent afterwards. You know, Dick,
how much I care for you,” softly, “how fond
I am of you, but I will not marry you until
you prove that you are able to do something.”

“It’s all very easy to talk about,” he replied
savagely, “but what can I do? I don’t
dare risk what little I have in Wall street. I
don’t know enough to preach, or to be a
doctor, or a lawyer, and it takes too infernally
long to go back to the beginning and learn.
You object to my following the races, and I
couldn’t sell ribbons or run a hotel to save me.
Tell me what to do, Penelope, and I will
gladly make the attempt. When you took a—a
craze to walk in the Park at a hideous
hour every morning before your friends, who
don’t think it good form, were out to frown
you down, did I not promise to be your escort,
and haven’t I faithfully got up—or stayed up—to
keep my promise?”

“And only late—let us see how many
times?” she asked roguishly.

“Penelope, don’t,” he pleaded. “You
know I love you. Why, Penel’, love, if I
thought that your foolish whim would separate
us forever I’d——Oh, darling, you
don’t doubt my love, do you?”

“Hush!” she whispered, warningly, pointing
to the girl on the other bench.

“Oh, she is asleep,” Dick replied carelessly.

“Don’t be too sure,” Penelope urged, gazing
abstractedly towards the girl, her eyes soft
with the feeling that was thrilling her heart.

Like all girls Penelope never tired of hearing
the man who had won her love swearing
his devotion, but like all girls she preferred to
be the sole and only listener to those vows, to
that tone.

“If she is awake she is the first young
woman I ever saw who would let her new La
Tosca sunshade lie on the ground,” he said
laughingly.

“She must be sleeping,” Penelope assented
indifferently, glancing at the parasol lying in
the dust where it had apparently rolled from
the girl’s knee.

Two gray squirrels, with their bushy tails
held stiffly erect, came out on the dusty drive,
and finding everything quiet scampered across
to the green sward, where they stood upright
in the green grass viewing curiously the unhappy
lovers.

Penelope had a mania for carrying peanuts
to the Park to give to the animals. She took
several from her reticule and tossed them towards
the gray squirrels.

The one, with a little whistling noise scampered
up the nearest tree and the other, taking
a nut in his little mouth, quickly followed.

“I have not seen her move since we came
here,” she said, returning to the subject of the
girl. “Do you suppose she put her hat over
her eyes in that manner to keep the light out
of them, or was it done to keep any passers-by
from staring at her?”

“I don’t know,” carelessly. “Probably she
is ill.”

“Ill? Do you think so, Dick? I am going
to speak to her,” declared Penelope, impulsively.

“Don’t, I wouldn’t,” urged Dick.

“But I will,” declared Penelope.

“You don’t know anything about her,” he
continued pleadingly. “She may have been out
all night, or you can’t tell but perhaps she has
been drinking too much, and if you wake her
she will doubtless make it unpleasant for you.”

“How uncharitable you are,” indignantly
exclaimed Penelope, who feared no one. She
had spent much time and money in doing
deeds of charity, and she had met all sorts and
conditions of women. That a woman was in
trouble and she could help her, was all Penelope
cared to know.

She got up and walked towards the girl.
Richard, knowing all argument was useless,
went with her. When they stopped, Penelope,
bending down, peeped beneath the brim of the
lace hat which, laden with an abundance of
red roses, was tilted over the motionless girl’s
face.

“She is sleeping,” she whispered softly to
Dick. “Her eyes are closed. She has a lovely
face.”

“Has she, indeed?” and Dick, with increased
interest, bent to look. “She is very
pale and—I am afraid that she is ill,” in an
awed tone. “Young lady!” he called nervously.

The girlish figure never moved. Richard’s
and Penelope’s eyes met with a swift expression—a
mingled look of surprise and fear.

“My dear!” called Penelope, gently shaking
the girl by the shoulder.

The lace hat tumbled off and lay at their
feet; the little hands, which had been folded
loosely in her lap, fell apart and the girlish
figure fell lengthwise on the bench.

Breathlessly and silently the frightened
young couple looked at the beautiful upturned
face framed in masses of golden hair;
the blue-rimmed eyes, with their curly dark
lashes resting gently against the colorless
skin; the parted lips in which there lingered a
bit of red.

Nervously Richard touched the cheek of
pallor, and felt for the heart and pulse.

“What’s wrong there?” called a gray-uniformed
officer, who had left his horse near the
edge of the walk.

Penelope silently looked at Richard, waiting
for him to answer, and as he raised his
face all white and horror-stricken, he gasped:

“My God! The girl is dead.”



		CHAPTER II.

PENELOPE SETS A HARD TASK FOR DICK.
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Richard Treadwell was not mistaken.

The golden-haired girl was dead.

The fair young form was taken to the
Morgue, and for some days the newspapers
were filled with accounts of the mystery of
Central Park, and everybody was discussing
the strange case.

And what could have been more mysterious?

A young and exquisitely beautiful girl,
clad in garments stylish and expensive,
although quiet in tone, and such as women of
refinement wear, found dead on a bench in
Central Park by two young people, whose
social position was in those circles where to be
brought in any way to public notice is considered
almost a disgrace.

And to add to the mystery of the case the
most thorough examination of the girl’s body
had failed to show the slightest wound or discoloration,
or the faintest clue to the cause of
the girl’s death.

The newspapers had all their own theories.
Some were firm in their belief of foul play,
but they could not even hint at the cause of
death, and how such a lovely creature could
have been murdered, if murder it was, in
Central Park and the assassin or assassins
escape unseen, were riddles they could not
solve.

Other journals hooted at the idea of foul
play. They claimed the girl had, while walking
in Central Park, sat down on the bench,
and died either of heart disease or of poison
administered by her own hand.

The police authorities maintained an air of
impenetrable secrecy, but promised that within
a few days they would furnish some startling
developments. They did not commit themselves,
however, as to their ideas of how the
girl met her death. In this they were wise,
for the silent man is always credited with
knowing a great deal more than the man does
who talks, and so the public waited impatiently
from day to day, confident the police would
soon clear the mystery away.

Hundreds of people visited the Morgue,
curious to look upon the dead girl.

Many went there in search of missing
friends, hoping and yet dreading that in the
mysterious dead girl they would find the one
for whom they searched.

People from afar telegraphed for the body
to be held until their arrival, but they came
and went and the beautiful dead girl was still
unidentified.

Penelope Howard and Richard Treadwell
were made to figure prominently in all the
stories about the beautiful mystery, much to
their discomfort. The untiring reporters
called to see Penelope at all hours, whenever a
fresh theory gave them an excuse to drag her
name before the public again, and poor
Richard had no peace at his club, at his rooms,
or at Penelope’s home. If the reporters were
not interviewing him, his friends were asking
all manner of questions concerning the strange
affair, and pleading repeatedly for the story of
the discovery of the body to be told again.
Some of his club acquaintances even went
so far as to joke him about the girl he had
found dead, and there was much quiet smiling
among his immediate friends at Dick’s fondness
for early walks, a trait first brought to light by
his connection with this now celebrated case.

Not the least important figure in the sensation
was the Park policeman who found
Penelope and Richard bending over the dead
girl. He became a very great personage all
at once. The meritorious deeds which
marked his previous record were the finding
of a lost child and the frantically chasing a
stray dog, which he imagined was mad, and
wildly firing at it—very wide of the mark, it is
true—until the poor frightened little thing disappeared
in some remote corner.

This officer became the envy of the Park
policemen. Daily his name appeared in connection
with the case as “the brave officer of
the ‘Mystery of Central Park.’” Daily he
was pointed out by the people, who thronged
to the spot where the girl was found, curious
to see the bench and to carry away with them
some little memento. He always managed to
be near the scene of the mystery during the
busy hours of the Park, and the dignity with
which he answered questions as to the exact
bench, was very impressive.

But the officer’s pride at being connected
with such a sensational case was not to be
wondered at.

Rarely had New York been so stirred to
its depth over a mysterious death. The newspapers
published the most minute descriptions
of the dead girl’s dainty silk underwear, of
her exquisitely made Directoire dress, of her
Suéde shoes, the silver handled La Tosca sunshade,
and more particularly did they dwell on
descriptions of her dainty feet and tiny hands,
of her perfect features and masses of beautiful
yellow hair.

There was every indication of refinement
and luxury about her.

How came it, then, that a being of such
beauty and grace could have no one who
missed her; could have no one to search
frantically the wide world for her?

The day of the inquest came.

Penelope, accompanied by her aunt and
Richard, were forced to be present. Penelope
in a very steady voice told how they found the
body, and she was questioned and cross-questioned
as to the reason why she should
have become so interested in the sight of an
apparently sleeping girl as to accost her.

It was a most unusual thing.

Did she not think that it had been suggested
by the young man who accompanied
her?

Penelope’s cheeks burned and she became
very indignant at their efforts to connect
Richard more closely with the case, and she
related all that had transpired after they spoke
of the girl with such minuteness and ease,
that it was hinted afterwards that she had
studied the story in order to protect the
culprit.

Poor Richard came next.

His story did not differ from Penelope’s,
and while no one said in so many words
that they suspected him of knowing more
than he divulged, yet he felt their suspicions
and accusations in every question and every
look.

A very knowing newspaper had that same
morning published a long story, relating instances
where murderers could not remain
away from their victims, and always returned
to the spot, in many cases pretending to be
the discoverer of the murder. The story
finished by demanding that the authorities decide
at the inquest whose hand was in the
murder of the beautiful young girl.

Dick, remembering all this, felt his heart
swell with indignation at the tones of his examiner.

Penelope was more indignant, if anything,
than Dick, but she had read in a newspaper
that repudiated the theory of murder, a collection
of accounts of deaths which had been
thought suspicious that were afterwards
proven to be the result of heart disease or
poison, and she quietly hoped that the doctors
who held the post-mortem examination
would set at rest all the doubts in the case.

The park policeman, in a grandiloquent
manner, gave his testimony.

He told how he found the young couple
bending over the dead girl, who was half lying
on a bench. When the officer asked what was
wrong, the young man, who seemed excited
and frightened—and he laid great stress on
those words—replied “The girl is dead.” The
officer had then looked at the body but did not
touch it. The young people denied any
knowledge of the girl’s identity, and then his
suspicions being aroused he asked the young
man why he had replied “The girl is dead,” if
he did not know her?

The young man repeated that he had
never seen the dead girl before, and his companion
gave him a quick, frightened glance; so
the officer said sternly:

“Be careful, young man, remember you
are talking to the law; I’ll have to report
everything you say.”

And then the officer paused to take breath
and at the same time to give proper weight to
his words. Everybody took the opportunity
to remove their gaze from the officer and to
see how Dick Treadwell was bearing it. They
were getting more interested now and nearly
everyone felt that the elegant young man
would be in the clutches of the law by the
time the inquest was adjourned.

The officer cleared his throat and in a
deep, gruff voice continued his story.

At his warning the young man had flushed
very red, then paled, and then he called the
officer a fool.

Still the conscientious limb of the law determined
to know more about two young people,
who, while able to drive, were doing such
unusual and extraordinary things as walking
early in the Park and happening upon the dead
body of a young girl; so he asked the young
man why, if he did not know the girl, he did
not say “a girl is dead here,” instead of “the
girl is dead,” whereupon the young man told
the officer again that he was a fool, adding several
words to make it more emphatic, and at
this the young girl, who stood by very gravely
up to this time, had the boldness and impudence
to laugh.
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